Once upon a time, in the afternoon, a very young boy was sitting on a garden wall, kicking his heels against the stones, with nothing in particular to do. Facing him was Romsey Abbey and on his left a narrow lane edged by a row of poor cottages. Outside one of these a boy, of about his age, was sitting on a box while men were moving meagre items of furniture from the house into the lane beside him. He asked his young, widowed mother what was happening and she said that she supposed that the family was being evicted. He asked what would happen to the boy. She said that he would probably be going to the workhouse. He didn't know what was meant by "being evicted" and had never before heard of a workhouse. In his small-boy fashion he soon found out the meaning of both and was scared. What was the ultimate fate of the boy to be ? Could any boy be evicted and go to a workhouse? If so, would his mother go with him or would he be separated from her too ? He went in to tea and to his warm and friendly bed, haunted by a boy who was probably going to find himself alone, without any tea and in an uncomfortable bed, surrounded by strangers. *Based on the Winchester Address, 1979, given It's odd that he should think of this episode again after over half a century and perhaps even more surprising that, in remembering it, he should still feel a little cold inside. Previous Winchester Addresses have been given by eminent philosophers, sociologists, historians, economists, politicians, and clerics (to mention only a few). The small boy on the wall, who turned out to be a family doctor, cannot hope to match them in eloquence or erudition, but it might be interesting if we took a nostalgic walk through the years with these two boys to see how they, and the country in which they live, have fared. If, in so doing, we include a soupcon of philosophy, sociology, history, religion, and politics it must be elementary and plebeian in nature, from one who all his working life has inevitably been part doctor, part social worker, and part priest. I can only apologise to those who live in a more rarified, intellectual, or even monastic environment if what I am about to say appears as a gross oversimplification of the facts as they see them.
Class distinction
Why, some six decades ago, was one boy sitting on a wall with nothing to do until teatime and another sitting on a box with nowhere to go but the workhouse; with the church stolidly standing there as it had for centuries, starkly awesome and apparently unconcerned with what was going on around it? It would be my first oversimplification if I were to say that this was because the one belonged to a social class categorised as "the middle," while the other lived in a lower stratum; and that the church was a refuge of respectability on Sundays for the one and "not for the likes of" the other.
There must have been more to it than that. The New prosperity This time the emergence from depression was due to a worldwide recovery in trade. Unemployment fell to 1-5m in 1937, the cuts in unemployment benefit were restored in 1934, salaries returned to their former levels in 1935, and income tax was reduced from 5s to 4s 6d. Yet undoubtedly the most important thing to note is that exports were half what they had been in 1914.
We are right to guess that another boom followed. With an increasing number of private houses being built, the sale of furniture rose. Those selling consumer goods depended on electric power. Up went employment in a wide variety of electrical engineering. The car and the aircraft industries both thrived, so helping steel production (there were 500 000 cars manufactured in 1937, as opposed to 95 000 hygiene, showed signs of disease and physical debility to the extent that in some cases they had difficulty in coping with a properly balanced diet. They were ill-clothed and ill-shod. This was more than the conscience of a so-called civilised country could stomach. The problem of social justice, it was decided, had to be tackled at its roots and plans were prepared accordingly. Lord Woolton truly said that there had been "a moral as well as an economic revolution in our society."
So it was that social services, which had been developing since 1900 in a piecemeal and patchy fashion-designed to meet the needs of different sections of the population as they appeared, with the administrative chaos associated with incomplete and inadequately considered legislation-were to be replaced after the second world war by a comprehensive system of services, brought together in a report by Lord Beveridge in 1944. Lord Beveridge, the 100th anniversary of whose birth we celebrate this year (and who gave the Winchester Address in 1955) recommended a constructive policy of full employment. In reply, the Government accepted the responsibility not for maintaining full employment but for a "high and stable level of employment," which is another way of saying something quite different.
I want to pick out one or two of the comments in this report, for they are particularly important and we shall need to return to them at the end of our story. Firstly, it is the duty of the State to provide for all a minimum income and standard of health, education, and housing; secondly, the aim of the plan for social security is to abolish want by ensuring that every citizen willing to serve within his powers has at all times an income sufficient to meet his responsibilities; thirdly, want is only one of the five giants on the road of reconstruction and in some ways the easiest to attack; fourthly, social security must be achieved by co-operation between the State and the individual. And finally: the State, in organising security, should not stifle incentive, opportunity, and responsibility; in establishing a national minimum it should leave room and encouragement for voluntary action by each individual to provide more than a minimum for himself and his family.
Nothing in Beveridge therefore suggested that the State should take over the be-all and end-all of the individual struggle for existence or swallow up each of us in a dull and dreary tapestry of personal irresponsibility within a framework of State patemalism. There can be little but praise for the establishment of a welfare state on the appointed day in July 1948, embodying the National Health Service, the National Insurance, and National Assistance Acts, and added to the Family Allowance Act which had been in existence since 1945. All this was achieved by a government faced with a serious economic dilemma; in fact, the Economic Survey of 1947 said that "the task of directing by democratic methods an economic system as large and complex as ours is far beyond the power of any Government."
The postwar Socialist Government pursued a policy designed to narrow the income gap between the standard of living of the working class and that of the rest of the population-a section that Aneurin Bevan described as "lower than vermin." Food subsidies and low rents kept wage demands down and unemployment was less than 2%. In education, the 11-plus became a competition for the limited number of grammar-school places and the whole course of a lifetime could be settled at the age of 11 when deciding whether to end schooling at 15 or to take the road to higher academic qualifications. This would have been helpful to our box boy, but was denied him. His son, however, was taking full advantage of it.
Affluence and unrest
The next Conservative Government changed very little of the Socialist legislation. Each year 300 000 houses were being built; agriculture was heavily subsidised, giving farmers a guaranteed price for their produce; by the mid-'50s the prewar figure of children staying at school until 17 was doubled; by the mid-'60s 345 miles of motorway had been built; and localgovernment expenditure, which had been 15% of the Gross 5MAY 1979 social and intellectual stability during which we can again put down roots and gather strength. But where are we to find the soil ?"
Awkward transition
Since then, successive governments have treated the country to a torrent of new legislation, entailing in almost every case new and greater expenditure, more and more administrators, and less and less efficiency. Three examples of this are the reorganisation of the Health Service, the division of Health from Welfare, and the remodelling of local government. As well as the electronic revolution, the laws on homosexuality and abortion were revised and topics such as euthanasia and legalising cannabis became controversial. The "pill" and common-law marriages became acceptable ingredients of everyday drawing-room conversation and it was said that as promiscuity moved up the social scale, contraceptives spread down it. This transition from an old England to a new one was a bit much for our two "boys" to swallow in such a short time. They were getting on in years by now. Both had resisted the temptation to emigrate. Each had a family and grandchildren. One son of the box boy, who had thought himself settled for life in his job, found his company (dealing in household goods) bankrupt in the 1966 crisis. He was unemployed for 12 weeks-twice as long as he would have been a decade ago.
The younger members of both families had been caught up in the violent social upheaval in which their generation was so deeply implicated-one or two of them in their appearance and behaviour being hardly recognisable as human beings. At the other end of the scale the box boy's family was again linked with the workhouse, but by now it had been revamped and renamed a "hospital for the elderly and chronic sick," so that a senior relative could be admitted to it with every hope of ensuring comfort and security for the remainder of life's span.
It was no longer to be dreaded as a place of degradation.
Similarly, eviction had become respectable, carrying with it a guarantee of alternative accommodation provided by the local housing authority.
Incomplete and maintained a "high and stable level of employment"? Why was Lord Beveridge too optimistic when he thought that the country was ready, after two world wars and all the changes and chances of the past decades, to accept his theories and put them into practice? The complete answer to these questions cannot be given in a Winchester Address. Yet, as a family doctor and, thus, deeply concerned in the Welfare State and able, as it were, to watch it going by from my consulting-room window, I can hazard two fundamental reasons for our incomplete success so far. Reasons which, until they are fully recognised and accepted, must stop dead any hopes we have of ultimate success against the giants; and which, because they were not written in the original Act, damned the complete achievement of its objectives from the start.
The first reason may be that in attempting to free man's body from hunger, poverty, and disease the creators of the Welfare State overlooked the indisputable facts that in order to be a worthwhile man at all some degree of personal struggle for existence and some avenues by means of which an individual can strive alone to make something of himself or herself are necessary. Without a challenge welfare becomes synonymous with irresponsibility. The second may be that the creators of the Welfare State, in taking over the body of the nation, overlooked its soul.
Freedom and responsibility
To deal first with responsibility: Mr Heath, in his Winchester Address of 1976, quoted from words said to him on one of his visits to Peking by Mao Tse-tung: "There is one great difference between our people in China and yours in Western Europe. Ours are still prepared to struggle to reach their objective-yours are not." I do not intend to be unfair in singling out one section of society, but in this context one cannot fail to make reference to the Trade Union movement which, we know, originally sought co-operation rather than conflict. Sixty years ago we read of ominous words spoken by J H Thomas: "The unfortunate tendency was to assume that the State could be held to ransom at any time. By this means an objective could be achieved, but if done at the expense of the State all claims to citizenship would be destroyed." Since then the State has been treated to what I have heard described as a "sickening charade." Demand upon demand by union after union.
Again, we know that in 1926 the TUC was unhappy and Trade Union leadership distrustful of its left wing. In 1979 the TUC is still unhappy and, in addition, it seems, increasingly impotent. Leaders, despite their annual television appearances, are bowing more and more to shop-floor power and are even turning to rivalry and conflict within their own movement. Twinned with wage demands has been an equally sickening rate of inflation, described by Rudolf Klein as "one of the most powerful instruments of income distribution yet invented, discriminating in favour of those who have the skill and knowhow to protect their money, as against those who do not, and undermining the traditional values which implicitly underly most social policies." And with these continuing wage demands and inflation, the country has had to live with an unacceptable level of unemployment.
These three new giants-wage demands, inflation, and unemployment-have created a new type of poverty within the Welfare State: a poverty of pride. Responsible members of Trade Unions (and they are in the great majority) must surely accept by now that, no matter against whom their actions are reputed to be directed, any victory they may gain is inevitably at the expense of the underdog, the underprivileged, the lonely, the elderly, and the sick-the very elements Trade Unionism professes to wish to protect. To deny this would be sheer hypocrisy. In short, Trade Unions, whose basic objectives have been achieved, should now be leading the nation from the bitterness of the past into the hopes and possibilities of the future. Yet we are still waiting to see the emergence of positive and constructive national leadership without which the country cannot fully honour its debt to Beveridge.
Further than this, we now have to live with a fourth giant which threatens the very existence of the nation: the strike disease, which I have named meticulitis. It is an endemic disease that reaches epidemic proportions each year and is highly infectious and inflammatory in its nature. Its incubation period is shortening each year and its prodromal symptoms becoming less recognisable. We could, if we had time, clearly define its cause; we know its signs and symptoms. What we have not achieved is a breakthrough in research on how to treat it. Clearly, mass inoculation with soothing words and peaceful phrases has proved to be worthless. We require an antibiotic to kill this disease, which will contain the will and determination of the people led by an equally determined legislature. The sooner it is manufactured the better, for-let us make no mistake -this is a vicious disease that is weakening the morale and undermining the morality of all sections of society in Britain. Its side effects corrode the standards upon which our democracy is built and with each attack its after effects leave us weakened and wide open to secondary infection by other, even more deadly elements.
Meticulitis is a disease which now warrants inclusion in every textbook of medicine and particularly, perhaps, of psychiatry. Yet not just Trade Unions, but Government and Management are implicated. No politician so far (it seems to me as a family doctor) has been prepared to grasp the nettle, preferring rather to obtain results by trying to please all the people all the time and, particularly in recent years, to hand over authority to the increasing army of what I believe are known as executives. And, as we have been told, and as seems obvious, even from the doctor's consulting room, management is not always so efficient, effective, diplomatic, or communicative as it might be. The fairest criticism of governments is that over these past decades they have tried to do too much. I wonder whether the same could be said of management.
All three must take their share of the blame for a growth of output over the past two decades at half the rate (or less) than that of most other countries in the EEC; for a national income per head which, from being higher than others in the EEC in 1967, is now low enough to make us one of the poorest European nations; for us to be alone among the major industrial countries in experiencing a substantial drop in export share and for an equally disturbing loss of competitive edge on the import side. All this from a nation that could lead the world if it really tried but which has, to date, ignored the advice of Beveridge when he emphasised that social security could be achieved only by cooperation between the State and the individial, and that incentive, opportunity, responsibility, and voluntary action must not be stifled. And there, surely, is the rub.
Neglecting the soul Which brings me, finally, to the second mistake made by the creators of the Welfare State: that in taking over the body of the nation they overlooked its soul. The result of this has been that the insecurity bred by all these thrilling, terrifying, and worrying changes I have been describing has been left with little protection or support. Tranquillisers, sedatives, hypnotics, and soothing words have failed to appease this insecurity, as have overworked doctors and social workers. It has been assumed that if man can walk on the moon and send crafts into outer space to explore the planets and develop the hydrogen bomb and invent supersonic aircraft, the need to cater for his spiritual, supersensory, and other-wordly side ceases to be relevant. The existence of a supreme being has been proved to belong to the pages of the fairy tale and the fable.
I submit that this assumption is entirely false. It has added to rather than subtracted from man's insecurity and robbed him of a strong and unyielding mooring on which to anchor his security. Technology may have reshaped society but not the man within it. It has tried and failed to prove that there is nothing required to bind man to his true purpose but a continuing search after his own material welfare. To quote Booker again, "Man cannot be at one with himself if he is not in harmony with the entire unity outside himself ... everything he does, every pattern he makes in his life, can contribute to that unity." Society, over the past decades, has mocked the old and tried certainties that are rooted in the supreme reality of existence and attempted to transfer its faith to science, the explanation for everything which explains nothing. I cannot now develop this theme, vitally important though it is, but Ronald Knox helps us a lot when he says, "We have to accustom men's minds to the notion that it does not matter what the politicians do, does not matter even if our bishops seem to betray us, we belong to a spiritual kingdom complete in itself, owing nothing to worldly alliances."
Illogical optimism
So let us take our last look at the two elderly men who were boys when we first met them. Strangely, they are not doom-laden or despondent. They share with us the illogicalness of their optimism when, against all the closely analysed evidence to the contrary, they still believe in the continuing greatness of their country.
They argue that the whole history of these islands is characterised by illogicalness-it is implanted in the genes of the people. How else could the British have prevailed in two world wars or even, against all odds, humiliated Napoleon. Nor is this the first time that collective solidarity has been threatened by a decreasing respect for common values and an intrusion into established fundamental rights. They accept the dangers of illogical reasoning and the necessity of tempering it with caution and vigilance. Nevertheless, they feel it in their bones (indeed, in their hearts) that the good faith of the British people remains absolute-and it was Gladstone who said that "the British constitution presumes the good faith of those who work in it."
It would be a bit risky for them to sit on the wall at their age, but they can lean against it and talk together as friends, understanding each other's point of view. The house behind them is now converted into flats and the tennis lawn into a kitchen garden. This they accept as a symbol of the sacrifice made by a middle-class family to the Welfare State. On their left the hovels have been replaced by newly built, semi-detached, owner-occupied houses, with gardens, indoor sanitation, hot and cold water, electricity, and all other mod cons. This they know to symbolise all that is best in the new Britain that they have helped to create. They are glad to see the Abbey still standing there, apparently unchanged. They recognise it not as a monument but as a living symbol of man's need for spiritual comfort and support. Over the past decades it has been belittled, insulted, and undermined but has stood the test of this century as it has the past. To the Abbey there is nothing new under the sun.
One of the box boy's grandsons-the longest haired and mutinous of his generation-has now taken Holy Orders. His church is a room in one of the houses of a new estate. He is established and accepted as one of the family within the community, the one to whom everyone is free to go to satisfy their spiritual needs and the one who is seen to be ready to join the family doctor in giving help and advice to those who are frustrated or in trouble. He and those like him are securing the foundations of the Abbey more soundly than ever, for he is taking the church to the people.
Land of hope
And what of the nation of which these two men are a part? Despite its imperfections, they wouldn't live anywhere else. In a world in which violence, instability, and dictatorship appear to predominate men still come here for justice and to be free, while others, less fortunate, look to Britain from within their State prisons, with longing. It is thus, still a land of hope. And there is glory, too. Because despite decades of social and political upheaval, the State still remains defended and protected by the silent majority of the British people. Their traditional concept of freedom-fought for and built up over the centuriesdemands this of them. They are responsible people, willing to serve within their power and to co-operate individually with the State. Their initiative and enterprise has been stifled by governments, inflation, lack of incentive, and meticulosis, yet they remain Beveridgites whose untapped resources are ready and waiting to be utilised. You can see them on the television enjoying Sunday Half Hour or the last night of the Promenade Concerts; visiting the public library or dozing in deck chairs on the summer sands.
So our two old boys are content that there is honey still for tea-for both of them and their families. Richer honey, more evenly and more thickly spread. Honey, which one of them never dreamed, half a century ago, that he would ever taste. Who are we to do anything but wish that they may live happily ever after ?
